Federal, state, and local governments regulate these sales in various ways. They set minimum drinking ages. They control the number, location, and kinds of retail outlets. And they control the operation of these outlets by specifying legal hours of sale, setting minimum or maximum purchases per customer, requiring that food be served with drinks, prohibiting sales to drunk customers, requiring that operators maintain orderly premises, and so on.
Using this apparatus of regulation to prevent alcohol-related problems need not entail a return to the severe restrictions of the past. Less drastic changes can also influence the amount or the setting in which people drink. For instance, asks Robert Reynolds of San Diego County's Department of Health Services, "Is there any real reason to continue the sale of beer and wine in a stadium after the seventh inning, when people are about to drive out? Or in recreation sites? . . . These are areas of availability that do not specifically have to do with licensing regulations, but with local values and mores."
Regulations on availability can also be used in more traditional ways, especially to counter specific local problems. "There are many strategies that are the prerogatives of local governments, such as zoning, that can be used in heavily impacted areas," says Reynolds. "Why should a community not choose to refuse more outlets if, for example, its alcohol-related crime rate is already 20 percent above the norm? Communities can mobilize around those kinds of issues and have an impact on the number of outlets permitted."
The results of broad changes in the availability of alcohol are sometimes difficult to predict. For guidance, researchers have often looked to the experience of other countries, such as Finland in the 1960s and 1970s. There a long period of liberalization during the 1960s culminated in the passage of the Alcohol Act of 1969. This act abolished restrictions that had banned alcohol sales in rural areas, lowered the drinking age for certain beverages, and permitted retail shops to sell beer with a higher alcohol content.
According to Dan Beauchamp, who has studied this episode
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